Saint Louis University School of Law

Scholarship Commons
SLU Law Journal Online
10-26-2017

The Every Student Succeeds Act and Its Impact on Music
Education
Laura Jarasek

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarship.law.slu.edu/lawjournalonline
Part of the Law Commons

SAINT LOUIS UNIVERSITY LAW JOURNAL ONLINE

The Every Student Succeeds Act and Its Impact on Music Education
By Laura Jarasek*
“Music does bring people together . . . . No matter what language we speak, what
color we are, the form of our politics, or the expression of our love and our faith,
music proves: We are the same.” - John Denver1
Introduction
Research has shown that engaging children in music-based activities can
advance empathy, increasing a child’s ability to consider the emotions of
others.2 Actions as simple as creating rhythms in an ensemble teach
children to align their goals with others and experience a common aim.3
Because everyone can feel a rhythm and respond, music and rhythm also
create a shared experience regardless of a child’s linguistic skills. 4
Furthermore, music is needed to impact the rhythm of our society today,
by slowing down our communications to make room for understanding.
Music requires a person to consider the talents of others and work together,
despite differences, to create a work of art that everyone can be proud of.
Creating music is an experience that teaches people that different voices,
sounds, cultures, languages, and points of view can come together
harmoniously. All of these life lessons are essential to a healthy society, and
the government is finally taking notice.
The United States government has recently recognized the importance of
music education through its passage of the Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA).5 The ESSA’s passage was a historic victory for music education
advocates because it included for the first time a specific and separate
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mention of music as part of a “well-rounded education.”6 In fact, this new
law, which took effect on August 1, 2016, completely changed the standard
from the previous No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).7 The NCLB focused
on academic success only as defined by performance in reading and math.8
In contrast, the ESSA does not require any particular subjects to be studied;
it instead requires public schools (K-12) to make a reasonable effort to give
students exposure to a wide variety of subjects.9
Every Student Succeeds Act
The relevant portion of the Every Student Succeeds Act is as follows:
The term “well-rounded education” means courses, activities, and
programming in subjects such as English, reading or language arts, writing,
science, technology, engineering, mathematics, foreign languages, civics
and government, economics, arts, history, geography, computer science,
music, career and technical education, health, physical education, and any
other subject as determined by the State or local educational agency, with
the purpose of providing all students access to an enriched curriculum and
educational experience.10
On March 13, 2017, United States Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos
emphasized each State’s need to create a consolidated State plan
implementing the new requirements under the ESSA.11 DeVos stated that
the State plan “promotes innovation, flexibility, transparency and
accountability, and reduces burden to help ensure every child has a chance
to learn and succeed.”12 Furthermore, DeVos emphasized the fact that States
are among the most critical actors working to ensure that every child has
access to a quality education.13 This means that advocates for music
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education, following the ESSA, need to look to their State plans to ensure
music education is implemented. Since music is only one of the many
subjects listed as part of a “well-rounded education”, it is important to
remind State legislatures of the benefits of a music education because the
States will ultimately decide whether music is funded in each State’s
respective public school system.14
Music Education in State ESSA Plans
As of April 27, 2017, twelve states submitted State accountability plans to
the U.S. Department of Education, and arts and music education were
included in most of these first round plans.15 Seventy percent of the
submitted plans address the arts as part of a “well-rounded education.”16
Several States, including Michigan, plan to use Title IV funds to “right
inequities in access to arts education.”17 In addition, five states—
Connecticut, Louisiana, Michigan, New Jersey, and Tennessee—specifically
list arts education as part of what their Twenty-First Century Community
Learning Center programs fund and support.18 Furthermore, six states are
including access to arts education as a part of the State’s planned
accountability system: Connecticut, Illinois, Louisiana, Massachusetts, and
the District of Columbia.19 Finally, Nevada and New Jersey are including
arts education data as part of their school report card system.20
Overall, many states have started to recognize the importance of arts and
music education. However, Missouri failed to emphasize music education
in its recent ESSA plan.
Missouri's ESSA Plan
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Missouri’s ESSA plan emphasized a need for advanced coursework such as
trigonometry, calculus, statistics, physics, and advanced biology.21 Missouri
intends to improve access to this coursework to all students, but
particularly for minorities and economically disadvantaged students and
for those whose rural school settings reduce their access. 22 Their plan also
included the following chart with specifics regarding the need for advanced
classes.23

In trying to provide advanced coursework to all students, Missouri seems
to miss the mark when it comes to supporting music education and also
when it comes to supporting students with different learning styles.
Woodside, a reporter for Medium writes: “All children learn differently,
and so it is pivotal that national education policy recognizes the need to
provide students, particularly the most disadvantaged, with opportunities
to partake in comprehensive and varied learning experiences.”24 Woodside,
therefore, emphasizes that there must be a balance in learning experiences
in our public education system, and parents and educators should ask for
more of a balanced plan to benefit as many students as possible. In short, to
“improve coursework to all students,” Missouri needs to consider
supporting diverse areas of study as well. Essentially, the students who
excel in math and science will most likely excel in the advanced coursework
listed above, leaving little opportunity for an artistically brilliant student.
21
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Finding balance is important, and it is apparent that, even though the ESSA
provides that a “well-rounded education” includes music, not all States
have actually incorporated music into their ESSA plans. Therefore, now is
the time to make a change while the ESSA is new and while States are
submitting first round plans. This is the time to ensure States find a place
for musicians and creative students in their ESSA plans and education
systems.
Advocacy
Excerpts from studies regarding the educational, cognitive, and social
benefits of music education are provided below as a starting place for
conversation with the State legislatures regarding some of the many
reasons to include music education in state ESSA plans.
Educational Benefits25
• Regardless of socioeconomic status or school district, students who
participate in high-quality music programs score higher on reading
and spelling tests.
• Schools that have music programs have an attendance rate of 93.3%
compared to 84.9% in schools without music programs.
• Students in high-quality school music education programs score
higher on standardized tests compared to students in schools with
deficient music education programs, regardless of the
socioeconomic level of community.
• The College Board identifies the arts as one of the six basic academic
subject areas students should study in order to succeed in college.
Cognitive Benefits26
• Young children who take music lessons show different brain
development and improved memory over the course of a year,
compared to those without musical training.
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•

•

Music and math are highly intertwined. By understanding beat,
rhythm, and scales, children are learning how to divide, create
fractions, and recognize patterns.
Certain instruments, such as percussion, help children develop
coordination and motor skills.

Social Benefits
• Music opens up our awareness of differences and our recognition of
similar universal themes and experiences among us.27
• Children who study a musical instrument are more likely to excel in
all of their studies, work better in teams, have enhanced critical
thinking skills, stay in school, and pursue further education.28
Closing Comments
Music education not only increases a child’s capacity for empathy, but it
also provides many other benefits regarding a child’s cognitive and social
development as well as educational benefits. The passage of the ESSA is a
breakthrough for music education. However, it is necessary for music
educators, parents, and other arts advocates to take advantage of this
opportunity to advocate for the inclusion of music education in their
respective State ESSA plans. There is a balance that needs to be struck
regarding a State’s financial support for music education and other subjects,
especially in Missouri. However, for now, the passage of the ESSA
establishing “music” as part of a “well-rounded education” provides hope
for the future of music programs in public schools. The door has been
opened for music educators to advocate for the arts in public school
systems, and this is a reason to celebrate, perhaps with a song.
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